Abstract
Introduction: Challenges for Social Work Practice in the Rural Context
Regional and rural Australia is beset by many well-documented challenges that impact on social work. Some, such as the trends to privatisation, contracting out of services, and shrinking welfare services generally (Healy 2004, Ife 20001 , are shared by urban communities. Others, such as accelerating poverty and declining community numbers at a time when city centres are booming, are particular challenges for rural and regional communities (Alston 2002; Alston & Kent 20041. A series of droughts over many years (Alston and Kent 20041, combined with policy changes such as trade liberalisation (Halpin & Guilfoyle 2004) , have exacerbated rural depopulation and decline. Between 1996 and 200 I, the populations of major cities and inner regional areas grew by 7 percent, while the populations in the other areas grew by less than 5 percent (AIHW 2005) . higher death rates due to factors such as circulatory diseases (42% of 'excess deaths') and Injury (24%). Notably motor vehicle accidents caused 11 % of the excess deaths along with suicide (6%), diabetes (6%) and 'other' injuries (another 6%). Death rates Increased with increasing remoteness. The Australian rural suicide rate, partly attributed to the severe drought, Is amongst the highest In the Western world (Perry 2005) .
Overall, life expectancy Is highest In major cities, and lowest In very remote areas. People outside major cities generally experience poorer health (AIHW 2005) . Educational status Is markedly lower In regional and remote areas, with adults from regional areas being less likely to complete secondary education, hold tertiary qualifications or even commence tertiary studies (university or TAFE). In 2001 unemployment was higher In regional areas (8-9%) than In major cities (7%), but lower In remote areas (5-6%). Generally regional and remote areas are more socloeconomlcally disadvantaged than In major cities, with poorer outcomes for economic resources, education and occupation (AIHW 2005) .
Generally, the AIHW (2005) reports that health profeSSionals are less prevalent In regional and even less so remote areas, than In major cities. GPs, specialists and registered nurses were less prevalent outside major cities, but enrolled nurses were more prevalent. The prevalence of pharmacists, podlatrlsts, physiotherapists and occupational therapists 'decreased sharply with increasing remoteness ' (AIHW 2005, p. 20) . A worrying statistic In this report is that young people from regional and remote areas are less likely, or much less likely, to commence a health-related degree than their city counterparts. Not surprisingly, all types of health workers work longer hours than those In major cities. Social workers are not mentioned In this report as they are not Included in the list of al!led health workers.
This climate of welfare turmoil and community change invites social work, with Its driving force of fostering human well-being and social justice (lFSW 2002 (lFSW , 2004 AASW 2002) , to step Into a leadership role. Indeed social workers have been Identified as the new practice leaders (Healy 2004 ) and policy reshapers and community development leaders, particularly in rural areas (AIston 2002). However, if social work is to take on this challenge, barriers in rural social work and social work education must be addressed.
Accompanying welfare and rural community shrlnkages, Lonne and Cheers (2004) document a high staff turnover In Australian rural social work, leading to a loss of expertise and 'professional community'. These researchers also note that rural social workers tend to be new graduates, who are faced with having to 'do more with less' to cover the gaps left by unfilled, deleted or frozen positions. Rural social workers also face a lack of resources for supervision or other forms of profeSSional development. This, coupled with time pressures, discourages reflective practice. Those professional development opportunities that do eXist. such as workshops, tend to be offered in urban centres far away, and there is both reduced financial support to attend and the disincentive of time lost in travel.
To counter some of these challenges, Lonne and Cheers (2004) Notwithstanding these difficulties, the expansion of social work education into rural Australia offers the possibility of addressing many of the issues identified for rural social work. Educating rural people who demonstrate a pre-existlng commitment to rural life ensures more chance of retaining practitioners skilled In rural practice In rural areas. Specific preparation for rural practice will better Inform and prepare students who are relocating to rural areas (Lonne & Cheers 2004 ).
There has been growth in both the number of distance education social work schools and an Increased commitment to developing students for rural practice In on site social work courses. This has meant that for the first time. social work placements are being sought In larger numbers in regional and remote areas of Australia. Coinciding With the staff shortages and staff turnover discussed above, this growth In demand for student supervision and student practlcum opportunities can place additional strain upon an already stressed sector. Issues arising from this Increase In rural student placements are discussed from the perspective of the university, the student, the organisation and the supervisor, before a model of 'satellite liaison' Is proposed, which addresses many of these Issues.
Issues in Rural Social Work Field Education
From the University Perspective 
From the Organisation's Perspective
It needs also to be said however that such placements can also provide wonderful and creative opportunities. When the student role Is not constrained by past experience within the organisation, both agency and student may benefit from embarking on genUinely groundbreaking ventures.
opportunity, especially in organisations that have never had students before, Rural host agencies may lack experience in how to support the student and gUide their learning in a first time practlcum setting. 
A Satellite Model for Field Education in Rural and Regional Australia
Notwithstanding the additional costs to rural and regional organisations, student placements can provide real value to organisations In the current climate of shrinking services and staff shortages. However. the issues identified in the preceding discussion: universities being at a distance and being ignorant of local conditions: competition between universities for placements; isolation of students and supervisor; lack of knowledge, support and training opportunities for supervisors and agency staff; little understanding of university requirements; must all be addressed if rural students are to receive the same high qUality educational field placements as other social work students In Australia.
In response to the issues identified, (particularly lack of knowledge of local areas and reluctance by university staff to undertake extensive travel to assess student placements), and facilitated by serendipity (a lecturer moved to a regional area over 1.000 kilometres from the university). Charlies Sturt University has been developing a new model of field education for rural and regional areas.
The model began to evolve when local senior practitioners In remote areas started being recruited, trained and employed to undertake the midplacement visit on behalf of university staff, a practice recognised by the accrediting professional body. the Australian Association of SOCial Workers (AASW). When one of the university staff members moved to a more remote location to take up a senior practice position, the idea developed to employ that person part time, not only to visit at mid-placement, but to locate, organise. teach. assess and perform all other liaison functions that would normally be undertaken by academic staff based at the university.
This model, of a 'satellite' field education lecturer who is also a senior practitioner located within a rural or remote area, has now been trialled at Charles Sturt University for four years. The CSU liaison staff role includes locating and negotiating placements, liaising with students and supervisors, teaching the practicum CUrriculum. including prOviding resources (in counselling, research. group work. evaluation) and advising on the learning plan, assessing student progress, and prOviding support and mediation if necessary. In addition to roles directly related to the particular placement, the liaison person can become involved in providing on-line support for students and supervisors, and developing networks with area agencies.
McFall and Freddolino (2000) 
Benefits for Students and Superuisors
Having the university liaison staff person avatlable locally offers many benefits for students and supervisors. The person Is on-hand to clarify university expectations, provide access to training and literature through the university. model reflective practice when doing the assessment visits. and provide continuity by organising. teaching and assessing the placement.
Students value the continuity that Is afforded by having their own university staff do the mid practlcum assessment. Even when a contracted visitor (a local practitioner or staff from another. closer university) provides an excellent service. the dissociation from the home university Is an Lonne and Cheers (2004) Bogo and Globerman (1999) see the strength of bonds between organisations and universities as being an Important factor In the quality of placements (they emphasise that university personnel need to know the agency staff and create projects of mutual benefit to both organisations and university). The Charles Sturt model strengthens university / organisational bonds in rural localities, and creates the possibilities for mutually beneficial projects to evolve.
Benefits for Rural Organisations
In addition to strengthening bonds between university and local organisations and offering training and professional development opportunities, a locally-based liaison person can become an external professional who is familiar with the organisation and available to assist with problem-solving. Being local and visiting students regularly will also raise the profile of supervision and hopefully opportunities for reflective practice and evaluation of services. Lastly, the liaison person can also assist in creating local and regional profeSSional networks, a further possible source of resource sharing for stressed organisations.
Benefits for the University
The satellite model of liaison proposed here addresses most of the issues identified for universities undertaking rural placements. The local environment will now be well-known to the university liaison staff and placement opportunities will be easier to assess in advance. Further, continuity of contact contributes greatly to the educational experience of both supervisor and student, and face to face contact is again possible.
Under this model, visits and contacts generally are much less expensive than paying campus-based staff to undertake long trips, or alternatively, briefing and paying a succession of people to undertake the mid-placement visits.
Finally. the possibility exists for universities to co-operate and coordinate their placements in rural areas through the local liaison people. In this way, the competition for rural placements that is presently experienced could be replaced by more rational planning. If all requests are channelled through the local liaison person, it is more likely that everyone's needs would be taken into account, no matter which university is hosting the placement.
Benefits for the Liaison Person
Having networks with a university also provides benefits for 
